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with Swedish. Another task is to give, through the language
and the literature of the language, a common vocabulary and
a common fund of allusion, fable and sentiment. With a fluid
population it has not been easy. And the countless teachers
who have laboured, pedantically, formally, with complete and
erroneous conviction that there were correct standards, have
been heroes as important in the mass as was William McGuffey
whose Eclectic Readers and Spelling Book sold over one
hundred and twenty million copies and helped to make the
Union, The teachers were heroes, for although English won
against all its rivals, it was itself going through important
changes, in vocabulary, in grammar, in sound, becoming the
new tongue we are beginning to call American. The teachers
who stuck by the rules, who worshipped at the New England
shrines in Concord, were bound to lose, but their struggle was
not pure waste. For the common tongue, hammered out by
millions of immigrants, by millions of migrants, would have
been poor in vocabulary and structure but for the people
Mr. Mencken calls the dominies and who call themselves
schoolmen. The creation of general literacy and a common
written and spoken tongue, intelligible everywhere except
possibly in the deep South, is a great achievement as remark-
able as the creation of Mandarin Chinese or Low Latin or
Hellenistic Greek, and cettain to be the new lingua franca of
the world.
The making of American has been mixed up in English
minds with the making of American slang. Slang, as we
should know, is one of the great sources of language. French
is improved Latin slang. And slang has contributed a good
deal to American. It is a generation since Mr. Dooley said
that when his countrymen had finished with the English
language, it would look as if it had been run over by a musical
comedy. Since then it has been run over by "Hellzapoppin."
But it is possible, indeed very easy, to over-estimate the role
of slang. It is more and more the creation of professional
artists, "* makers." The Hollywood prose masters provide a
current and often short-lived jargon; the boys and girls, men
and women, who wish to be on the beam or in the groove,
may murmur with admkation "I wish I had said that/' The
classical answer is most certainly appropriate. "You will**
But not for long. Some slang will enter the language; some